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Poi nts of view

Mere Christianity Forum a sanctuary for believers, seekers and skeptics

With two rocking chairs on the columned
front porch and a tall magnolia shading the
circular drive, Vista House could easily pass
for the stereotypical Southern home.
Step inside, however, and you find
a community that defies stereotypes.
Located just north of Furman in Travelers
Rest, the colonial-style house is designed
to be a place where faith and reason can
co-exist- a place for Christians to ask
questions and skeptics to seek answers.
The house is an extension of the Mere
Christianity Forum, which began informally
at Furman about three years ago when
a group of students began reading C.S.
Lewis' book Mere Christianity together.
Taking its name from what Lewis called
"the belief that has been common to nearly
all Christians at all times," the Mere
Christianity Forum began inviting well
known philosophers and theologians such
as Peter Kreeft of Boston College, Wesley
Kort of Duke and Os Guinness of the Trinity
Forum to speak at Furman.
"I was looking for a place where I could
explore Christian faith and reason, and the
interplay between the two- with a little
bit of healthy humor and healthy fun,"
explains founder Shawn Plunkett, who
graduated this spring with a degree in
philosophy.
Last year, the group- which is open
to all students and includes agnostics,
atheists and skeptics, as well as Catholics,
Protestants and Eastern Orthodox Christians
- began holding weekly meetings and book
discussions. Professors were brought in
to talk about the integration of faith and
academics, focusing on myth and poetry as
lenses through which to view Christianity.
Plunkett says that, as the group grew
(as many as 50 students attend its meetings),
so did its desire to put faith into action.
"We were trying to reach out and be more
than just a group that thinks. We wanted
to be a group that acted in the community,"
he says. After much discussion,the group
decided to look for a place where students
and community members could live out
their Christian faith.
They found the six-bedroom house
in Travelers Rest last July and spent the
month of August fixing it up. According
to Plunkett, the name "Vista House " sym
bolizes more than just the panoramic view
of nearby Paris Mountain.
"We wanted to share a vista, a view,
a vision of Christianity that is not separate
from thought or food or life, but some
thing that supports that," he says. "We're

Mere Christianity Forum regulars gather on the cozy front porch of Vista House.
From left: Rick Schoonmaker '04, Michael Precht '03, James Granberry '04,
Shawn Plunkett '04, Brandon Hinman '03 and Joe Waters '05.

pamtmg a picture. Seeing the beauty,
the reasonability and the livability of
Christianity is an impetus for people to gain
more faith."
Joe Waters '05, Rick Schoonmaker 04
and 2003 graduates Brandon Hinman and
Michael Precht share the upstairs, gathering
for meals and twice-daily prayer. Down
stairs is a cultural and community center
the group has "dedicated to the discovery,
understanding, creation and celebration
of ideas, art and food through the lens of
Christian faith."
Guest rooms and 8.5 acres of land
are made available free of charge to those
seeking refuge or answers. Visitors are
welcome to study in the library, help them
selves to coffee in the kitchen and connect
to wireless Internet. Vista House is also
home to the Sparrow Gallery, a collection
of artwork by local artist Paula Rainey and
Furman alumni Beth Marcum '03 and Greg
Patton '01.
"When you walk in, you see something
that's a little different- it's not academic
and it's not a church. It's not an apartment
and it's not somebody's house," Plunkett
says.
In addition to its weekly meetings on
campus, the Mere Christianity Forum hosts
Sunday night dinners and Thursday night
book discussions at Vista House. Hinman,
the house director, also serves as chef.
(To learn more about the group's activities,
visit www.merechristianityforum.com.)
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Liz Grant '05 enjoys the group because
of its diversity of beliefs. "I like the atmos
phere," she says. "People are willing to
talk about things. You can bring up doubts
or unpopular beliefs. A lot of the time we
don't find a common solution, but I think
it's helpful to see different things."
Waters, who helps coordinate the com
munity and spiritual life of Vista House,
says conflict only strengthens the group.
"Our mission, in a sense, is to fight the
intellectual battles and to personally grow,"
he says.
The group hopes eventually to expand
Vista House's role, possibly using it as
a volunteer base or a place to bring inner
city children for a day. And while Plunkett
is quick to point out that the Mere Christi
anity Forum's goal is to supplement, not
replace, other campus groups, Stephanie
Adamson '06 says she would like to see
more Furman students get involved.
"I think it's very unique, especially
for Furman," Adamson says. "I think it's
unusual to have as many opposing view
points involved in one group. I would like
Furman's campus to be a place where there
is room for arguments across the Christian
spectrum. This is what we're going to
encounter when we leave Furman."
- Susanna Fraser '04

The author, news editor of The Paladin
for 2003-04, earned her degree in
communication studies this spring.
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